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INTRODUCTION

On December 3, 2009, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, and the Committee on Aging, chaired by Council Member Maria del Carmen Arroyo, will hold a joint oversight hearing on New York City’s efforts to make the streets safe for seniors.  Those invited to testify include:  Commissioner Janette Sadik-Khan, NYC Department of Transportation (“DOT”); Commissioner Lilliam Barrios-Paoli, NYC Department for Aging; transportation advocates; senior rights advocates; and other community groups. 

BACKGROUND


Pedestrian deaths caused by motorized vehicles in New York City have been documented as early as 1898.
  There were 232 pedestrian deaths in 1910, when records were first kept.
  Pedestrian deaths peaked in 1929, when 952 people were killed, and have generally dropped since the 1940s and 50s.
 There have been fewer than 200 pedestrian deaths per year since 2000.
  Despite the long history of pedestrian fatalities, a representative of the DOT stated that until the current Administration, most of the City’s transportation policy has focused more on traffic flow, not pedestrian safety.
  

Pedestrian safety, especially senior pedestrian safety, is a major problem in New York City.  A recent study, “Dangerous by Design, Solving the Epidemic of Preventable Deaths (And Making Great Neighborhoods)”(The “Report”), released by Transportation for America, a coalition of transportation advocacy groups, provide some statistics about the dangers faced by pedestrians in New York City.
  For example, the report found that 31% of all traffic deaths in the New York City-area  are pedestrian deaths and that this area only receives $0.61 per person in federal funds for pedestrian and bicycle improvement projects, which is less than half of the $1.39 average spent per person for metropolitan areas nationwide.

The Report also found that nationwide, senior pedestrians over 65 years old faced a 66% greater chance of being killed while walking than those under 65 years old.
  The Report also found that the oldest pedestrians, those over 75 years old, faced a pedestrian fatality rate almost 200% higher than for pedestrians under 65 years old.
  From 2007 to 2008, New York had 3.73 pedestrian deaths per 100,000 people aged 65 and older, which is the third highest after Hawaii, with 6.97 per 100,000, and California, with 3.91 per 100,000.
  The national average is 2.33 per 100,000 people 65 and older.

DOT’s Safe Streets For Seniors Initiative

Even before the Transportation for America report, New York City officials realized that they needed to make streets safer for seniors.  Improving pedestrian safety for older New Yorkers is also one of the ideas promoted by the “Age Friendly NYC” initiative.  The Age Friendly NYC initiative is collaboration between the Council, the Mayor and the New York Academy of Medicine with the stated purpose of developing initiatives to make the City more age friendly for older adults.

As part of the initiative’s work, a report was recently released in August 2009 that highlighted some of the age friendly ideas being implemented by the public sector.
  One of the topics addressed by the report is senior pedestrian safety. The report cites the work begun in January 2008, when Mayor Michael Bloomberg, DOT Commissioner Janette Sadik-Khan and then DFTA Commissioner Edwin Mendez-Santiago announced a “Safe Streets for Seniors” initiative which would make improvements to streets to make them safer for seniors.

As part of the initiative, DOT engineers identified 25 neighborhoods with a high density of seniors and a high number of pedestrian accidents or injuries.
  The 25 areas chosen for the Safe Streets for Seniors initiative are Brighton Breach, Borough Park, Bensonhurst,  Sheepshead Bay, Midwood, Greenpoint and East Flatbush in Brooklyn; Flushing, Jackson Heights, Jamaica Hills, Rego Park and Sunnyside in Queens; the Lower East Side, Chinatown, Washington Heights, Hamilton Heights, Upper West Side, Yorkville, Stuyvesant and Chelsea/9th Ave. in Manhattan; Fordham /University Heights, Mott Haven, Pelham Gardens and the East Concourse in the Bronx, and New Dorp/Hylan Boulevard in Staten Island.
Among some of the common issues faced by senior pedestrians are insufficient time to cross the street; broken or missing pedestrian ramps, faded and hard to see markings, failure of turning vehicles to yield and poor draining or ponding in crosswalks.
  Some typical improvements to address these issues include adding curb extensions, upgraded signage, and pedestrian refuge curbs and increasing signal timing at intersections to allow more time to cross busy streets.
  Many of these improvements have been made enabling an examination of  whether they have resulted in any improved in safety for senior pedestrians and other pedestrians.
CONCLUSION


The New York City area has one of the highest percentage of pedestrians in the United States.
  With this high percentage of pedestrians, New York City also has the highest number of pedestrian deaths.
  Seniors are especially vulnerable in the streets and have been involved in fatal accidents at a higher percentage than other pedestrians.
  This hearing will examine the City’s efforts to make streets safer for pedestrians and examine whether these are efforts are succeeding.
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